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THE REC IPE FOR a suc cess ful flag of fi -
cer in cludes four es sen tial in gre di -
ents: (1) the luck of Vince Lom bardi,
who said, “Luck is the resi due of hard

work and skill”; (2) the kil ler in stinct of Rob -
ert E. Lee—not just the de sire to de stroy one’s
en emy, some thing any sol dier must have, but
the abil ity to send men one ad mires and re -
spects to their death; (3) the per se ver ance of
George Wash ing ton; and (4) the abil ity of
George C. Mar shall to in spire the trust of both 
sub or di nates and su pe ri ors. A sur vey of the
ac tions and de ci sions of Gen Carl A. Spaatz,
US Army Air Forces (AAF), dur ing the first six
months of 1944 con firms that he had these
quali ties.

Luck boils down to the fa vor able reso lu -
tion of un con trol la ble vari ables. The man ner
in which gen er als ex ploit these gifts de ter -
mines their fate. The short com ings of Spaatz’s 
ene mies pre sented him an op por tu nity. The
break ing of high- level Ger man ci phers, sent
via the sup pos edly se cure Enigma code ma -
chine, vouch safed all Al lied com mand ers un -
par al leled knowl edge of their ene mies’ in ten -
tions and situa tion. Vi tal Ger man tar gets,
such as syn thetic oil plants and large mar shal -
ling yards, used the Enigma ma chine to pass
dam age re ports to Ber lin, giv ing the Ameri -
cans in stant and ac cu rate bomb dam age as -
sess ments. In ter cepts of Luft waffe traf fic also
vali dated the ef fec tive ness of Ameri can air
tac tics.1

The very na ture of the Nazi state and ide ol -
ogy played into the hands of Al lied air lead ers. 
Hit ler’s per sonal iso la tion, cou pled with his

pro pen sity to di vide re spon si bil ity for the
war econ omy into com pet ing fief doms, all
de pend ent upon him self, re sulted in stag ger -
ing mis man age ment. With the no ta ble ex -
cep tion of Al bert Speer, the high est Nazi lead -
er ship had lit tle con cep tion of the in dus trial
pro cess. Al most all ma jor Ger man war-
 production de ci sions and pri ori ties rested
not on eco nomic ef fi ciency, but on the self-
 interest of the en ti ties in volved.

Not only did the Na zis frit ter away their in -
dus trial strength, but also their ide ol ogy and
in di vid ual out look sapped their ef forts. Hav -
ing gained power us ing tac tics of ter ror and
in timi da tion, Hit ler pre ferred re talia tion to
pas sive de fen sive meas ures. Re sources ex -
pended on V weap ons pro duced tech ni cal tri -
umphs—but at the di rect ex pense of air craft
pro duc tion. Had the Ger mans de cided to fo -
cus on fighter pro duc tion and to con cen trate
that pro duc tion in de fense of the in dus try in
1942 in stead of 1944, Spaatz’s task would
have proved far more for mi da ble.2

Spaatz pos sessed re sources far greater than
those of his prede ces sor Ira Eaker, for whom
in creases in force had come slowly. In deed,
the pipe line over flowed for Spaatz. Eighth Air 
Force needed 17 months to reach 20½ bomb
groups, and its first long- range P-38 fighter
es corts did not be come op era tional un til the
day af ter the sec ond Schwe in furt raid of 14
Oc to ber 1943. Fif teenth Air Force, es tab -
lished on 1 No vem ber 1943, be gan life with
the six heavy bomb groups that had been in
the Medi ter ra nean since May 1943. By May
1944, the Eighth had grown to 41 heavy
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groups, and the Fif teenth to 21. Fighter
groups in Eighth Air Force and Ninth Air
Force, the lat ter on call to fly es cort for the
Eighth, grew from 12 to 33 groups. Many of
these groups were equipped with the ex -
tremely long range P-51 fighter and were ca -
pa ble of us ing range- extend ing drop tanks,
whose pro duc tion bot tle necks had been
solved.3 Fi nally, the in tro duc tion of ra dar
bomb ing de vices in the fall of 1943 al lowed
for bomb ing through clouds, but only with
ex treme in ac cu racy. Bomb ing through com -
plete over cast caused only one bomb in 70 to
land within one- half mile of the aim ing
point.4 Bomb ing a tar get a mile in di ame ter in
good vis ual weather, how ever, was 50 times
more ac cu rate.5 Spaatz and his lieu ten ants
James H. Doolit tle (Eighth Air Force) and Na -
than F. Twin ing (Fif teenth Air Force) capi tal -
ized on Ger man in ef fi ciency and Ameri can
prodi gal ity by greatly in creas ing their rates of
op era tion. The com bi na tion of more sor ties

and more air craft gave Spaatz a far big ger
ham mer than Eak er’s.

Spaatz, like other gen er als, was a kil ler of
men. In the win ter and spring of 1944, he be -
gan a cam paign of straight for ward at tri tion
against the Luft waffe day- fighter force for the
pur pose of ex tin guish ing its ca pac ity to in ter -
fere with Ameri can bomber op era tions and
the up com ing cross- channel in va sion. This
air cam paign would evis cer ate the Luft waf -
fe’s air lead er ship cad res, forc ing it into a de -
scend ing spi ral of in ex pe ri ence and in creas -
ing losses from op era tions and ac ci dents.
Within a few weeks of his ar ri val in Lon don,
in late De cem ber 1943, he author ized Doolittle
to im ple ment the fighter es cort tac tics the
two men had al ready em ployed in the Medi -
ter ra nean. In stead of main tain ing close es -
cort, which forced Ameri can fight ers to ab -
sorb the first blow,6 Doolit tle or dered his
fight ers to take the ini tia tive by at tack ing and
pur su ing Ger man fight ers. Spaatz and Doolit -
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Directing the air war. (Left to right)  Maj Gen Ralph Royce, Lt Gen Carl A. Spaatz, Maj Gen Hoyt S. Vandenberg, and Maj
Gen Hugh S. Knerr.



tle risked their bomb ers in or der to ex pose the 
en emy. As aer ial com bat raged and as es cort
fight ers flew to and from their ren dez vous
with the bomber stream, fighter pi lots found
them selves at low al ti tudes and pro ceeded to
strafe tar gets of op por tu nity. When Enigma
in ter cepts alerted Ameri can air lead ers that
this caused havoc, Spaatz en cour aged the
prac tice. The en emy re sponded by set ting up
flak traps at likely straf ing tar gets, which
killed, wounded, or re sulted in the cap ture of
more Ameri can fighter pi lots than any other
tac tic.7 Spaatz con tin ued the low- level at tacks 
un til April 1945. Soon the Luft waffe could no
longer con duct any op era tions, in clud ing
train ing and air trans port, with out fear of in -
ter fer ence.

In or der to force the Luft waffe to ac cept
bat tle, Spaatz or dered a con tinu ing se ries of
deep- penetration mis sions into the Reich.
Start ing on 11 Janu ary 1944, Ameri cans at -
tacked the Ger man air in dus try, and both
sides suf fered heavy losses. When cloud cover 
pre vented pre ci sion bomb ing of air plants or
other spe cific tar gets, Spaatz or dered area
raids on Ger man cit ies, par ticu larly Frank furt. 
Forty per cent of all such raids or dered or
author ized by Eighth Air Force took place be -
tween Feb ru ary and May 1944.8 The Ger mans
ei ther op posed the raids, as they usu ally did,
or al lowed un con tested city at tacks at the cost 
of ci vil ian mo rale and pro duc tion. In mid-
 February, un der or ders from Ar nold, Spaatz
and Doolit tle—with out pro test—ex tended the
bomber crews’ com bat tour from 25 to 30
mis sions. At the end of the month, the Ameri -
cans con ducted Op era tion Ar gu ment or “Big
Week,” which dealt a body blow to the en emy 
air in dus try. Spaatz was de ter mined to ini ti ate 
and con tinue the op era tion, even if it cost two 
hun dred bomb ers on the first day.9 Af ter Big
Week, Spaatz wished to switch pri ori ties to
the Ger man syn thetic oil in dus try, a tar get
sys tem whose sov er eign im por tance to the
en tire Ger man war ma chine would re quire
the Luft waffe to de fend it or die try ing. As dis -
cussed be low, this change was de layed un til
May.

Thus, at the be gin ning of March, Spaatz or -
dered a se ries of area at tacks on Ber lin that

went straight over the top, mak ing no at -
tempt to con ceal their in ten tions and tar gets
from the de fend ers. The im por tance of the
city as an in dus trial, trans por ta tion, and ad -
min is tra tive cen ter guar an teed a fierce re -
sponse. In its first ma jor at tack on the Ger -
man capi tal on 6 March, the Eighth lost 69
heavy bomb ers—the high est number ever lost 
on a sin gle mis sion. On 8 March, the Ameri -
cans lost an other 37 bomb ers over the “Big
B,” but the next mis sion saw no aer ial op po si -
tion. By 6 June, the Ameri cans had achieved
day light air su pe ri or ity over Europe at the
cost of over twenty- seven hun dred bomb ers,
al most one thou sand fight ers, and over
18,000 casu al ties—50 per cent more than they
had lost in all of 1942 and 1943 com bined.1 0

Spaatz’s abil ity to per se vere re flected the
cour age of his con vic tions. In the months
pre ced ing the cross- channel in va sion, one
ques tion di rectly af fected Spaatz—in what
man ner could stra te gic bomb ers best aid the
in va sion? Gen Dwight Eis en how er’s air com -
po nent com mander, Air Chief Mar shal
(ACM) Traf ford Leigh- Mallory, and Eis en -
how er’s dep uty su preme com mander, ACM
Ar thur Ted der, ad vo cated the trans por ta tion
plan, which called for at tri tional bomb ing of
the French and Bel gian rail sys tems to ren der
them in ca pa ble of al low ing speedy re in force -
ment or easy lo gis ti cal sup port of Ger man
forces op pos ing the in va sion. Spaatz’s head -
quar ters origi nated a com pet ing oil plan that
called first for the de struc tion of re fin er ies at
Plo esti, Ro ma nia—the prin ci pal source of
natu ral oil for the Axis—and then the de struc -
tion of the syn thetic oil in dus try. Loss of oil
would fa tally ham per any Ger man re sponse
to the in va sion and the So viet sum mer of fen -
sive.

The oil plan was the quin tes sen tial stra te -
gic bomb ing plan. By de stroy ing a com pact
and ab so lutely cru cial tar get sys tem, with
only three weeks of vis ual bomb ing, air power 
would make an im por tant con tri bu tion to
the end of the war. For Spaatz, the oil plan
had an ad di tional ad van tage: it al lowed the
Ameri cans to con tinue the at tri tion of the
Luft waffe and to fly pre ci sion mis sions into
Ger many, which jus ti fied AAF stra te gic doc -
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trine. Af ter bit ter bu reau cratic in fight ing
among Al lied ground and air staffs, Eis en -
hower chose the trans por ta tion plan on 25
March be cause it of fered meas ur able re sults;
the ef fects of the oil plan, al though logi cal,
could not be veri fied with ex ist ing Al lied in -
tel li gence.

As is true of every ma jor de ci sion—whether
mili tary, cor po rate, or po liti cal—one fac tion
or per son will not ac cept that de ci sion as fi -
nal. In April 1944, Spaatz was that per son.
Through out March, ACM Char les Por tal, the
Royal Air Force (RAF) chief of staff and the of -
fi cer charged with di rec tion of the Com bined
Bomber Of fen sive by the Com bined Chiefs of
Staff, had re fused to al low Spaatz to or der Fif -
teenth Air Force to at tack the Plo esti oil com -
plex, pro ducer of 25 per cent of Ger many’s oil. 
Por tal did not want to draw the Fif teenth
away from its du ties to Op era tion Point blank
and its as sis tance to the Al lied ground forces;

fur ther, Por tal re garded the bomb ing of Bal -
kan rail yards as more mili tar ily ef fec tive than 
bomb ing oil fields. An at tack on the Ro ma -
nian fields would also strengthen Spaatz’s
hand in the oil- versus- transportation dis pute. 
It made lit tle sense to strike Plo esti, forc ing a
greater Ger man re li ance on syn thetic oil, and
then ig nore that tar get sys tem.

On 5 April, Spaatz re sorted to sub ter fuge.
Un der the guise of at tack ing Plo es ti’s main
rail yard (each oil re fin ery also had its own
such yard), the Fif teenth made its first raid on
Ro ma nian oil. As the of fi cial his tory of the
AAF noted with some sat is fac tion, “Most of
the 588 tons of bombs, with more than co in -
ci den tal ac cu racy, struck and badly dam aged
the As tra group of re fin er ies.”11 On 15 and 26
April, the Fif teenth re turned, again some how
miss ing the main rail yard and un for tu nately
dam ag ing more Axis re fin er ies. As a re sult of
this “trans por ta tion” bomb ing, Ger man im -
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“The introduction of radar bombing devices in the fall of 1943 allowed for bombing through clouds, but only with extreme
inaccuracy. Bombing through complete overcast caused only one bomb in 70 to land within one-half mi le of the aiming
point.”
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Oil targets. In late April 1944, Reichsminister Albert Speer complained that “the enemy has struck us at one of our
weakest points. If [he] persists at this time, we will soon no longer have any fuel production worth mentioning.” 



ports of fin ished pe tro leum prod ucts fell
from 186,000 tons in March to 104,000 tons
in April.12

In the United King dom, the Eighth con tin -
ued its duel with the Luft waffe day fight ers.
On 18 and 19 April, how ever, the Ger mans of -
fered lit tle re sis tance to mis sions near Ber lin
and Kas sel. Rather than elat ing Spaatz, this
cir cum stance seemed to con firm one of his
worst fears—that the Ger mans had be gun a
pol icy of con ser va tion in an tici pa tion of the
in va sion. Also on 19 April, the Brit ish in voked 
the emer gency clause in their agree ments
with the Ameri cans. Spe cifi cally, Ted der in -
formed Spaatz that the threat of the Ger man
V-1 rocket had caused the War Cabi net to de -
clare the se cu rity of the Brit ish Isles at risk.
Ted der there upon moved Op era tion Cross -
bow—bomb ing the V sites—to number- one
pri or ity, ahead of the Luft waffe.13 The Brit ish
move threat ened to gut the AAF’s en tire
bomb ing ef fort at pre cisely the time Spaatz
needed to of fer the Luft waffe more provo ca -
tion to fight. The Luft waffe never both ered to
re sist Cross bow bomb ing.

Spaatz went to Eis en hower that even ing
and found the su preme com mander up set
with the AAF. First, in spite of the de ci sion of
25 March in fa vor of trans por ta tion, the
Eighth had yet to bomb a sin gle trans por ta -
tion tar get, with the in va sion only seven
weeks dis tant. Sec ond, on the pre vi ous even -
ing, Maj Gen Henry Miller, a mem ber of
Spaatz’s staff, had got ten drunk at a night club 
in Lon don and had pro ceeded to take bets
that the in va sion would oc cur be fore 15 June. 
Spaatz re sponded promptly, phon ing Eis en -
hower and plac ing Miller un der house ar rest.
Eis en hower fol lowed up by de mot ing Miller
to colo nel and re turn ing him to the States.14

The dis cus sion of pol icy mat ters took longer
and gen er ated more heat. Spaatz even may
have threat ened to re sign.

At last, Eis en hower agreed to al low the
Eighth to use two visual- bombing days be fore 
the in va sion to strike oil tar gets, in or der to
test the Luft waf fe’s re ac tion. For his part,
Spaatz ap pears to have agreed to de vote more
en ergy to trans por ta tion bomb ing. The next
morn ing, Spaatz vis ited Ted der.15 They
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The costly war over Europe: B-17s return to England. “By 6 June, the Americans had achieved daylight air superiority
over Europe at the cost of over twenty-seven hundred bombers, almost one thousand fighters, and over 18,000
casualties—50 percent more than they had lost in all of 1942 and 1943 combined.” 



agreed that on the next suit able day, the
Eighth would raid Cross bow tar gets and that
on the next two suit able days, the Ameri cans
would hit oil tar gets. That day, Doolit tle sent
al most nine hun dred heavy bomb ers against
Cross bow. On 22 April, Spaatz be gan to ful fill
his other pledge—638 bomb ers at tacked
Hamm, the larg est rail yard in Europe. Not
un til 12 May did weather al low oil strikes.

The first oil strike vin di cated Spaatz’s judg -
ments. The eight hun dred at tack ing bomb ers
hit six syn thetic plants and lost 46 bomb ers.
The Ger mans re acted strongly, and the Ameri -
can es cort of 735 fight ers claimed 61 de -
stroyed in the air and five on the ground. Luft -
waffe rec ords con firmed 28 pi lots dead, 26
wounded, and 65 fight ers lost.16 Enigma mes -
sages re vealed the Ger mans’ im me di ate and
alarmed re sponse. On 13 May, the Luft waffe
or dered the trans fer of an ti air craft guns from
fighter pro duc tion plants and the east ern
front to syn thetic oil fa cili ties. A week later,
an or der from Hit ler’s head quar ters or dered
in creased con ver sion of mo tor ve hi cles to
highly in ef fi cient wood gen era tors.17 When
Ted der heard of the in ter cepts, he re marked,
“It looks like we’ll have to give the cus tomer

what he wants.”18 A week af ter the raid, Speer
re ported to Hit ler that “the en emy has struck
us at one of our weak est points. If [he] per sists 
at this time, we will soon no longer have any
fuel pro duc tion worth men tion ing. Our one
hope is that the other side has an air force
Gen eral Staff as scat ter brained as our own.”1 9

In that, he was dis ap pointed. Once the in va -
sion was es tab lished ashore, the Anglo- Allies
moved oil tar gets to the high est pri or ity,
where they re mained un til the end of the war.

Spaatz pos sessed a good meas ure of the
fourth nec es sary in gre di ent of a suc cess ful
gen eral—the abil ity to in spire trust in both su -
pe ri ors and sub or di nates. His chief lieu ten -
ant, Jimmy Doolit tle, in an oral- history in ter -
view with Ron ald R. Fo gle man, then a ma jor,
stated, “I idol ize Gen eral Spaatz. He is per -
haps the only man that I have ever been
closely as so ci ated with whom I have never
known to make a bad de ci sion.”20 This praise,
com ing from a man of enor mous physi cal
and moral cour age and high in tel lect, speaks
for it self.

In the much smaller cir cle of his su pe ri ors,
Spaatz also in spired great trust. He was Ar nold’s 
per sonal friend, con fi dant, and fa vor ite. Arnold
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Bloody Omaha. General Spaatz, “the tongue-tied fighter pilot, . . . was as responsible as anyone for the happy outcome of
the Normandy invasion.” 



pur posely placed Spaatz in po si tions that
would in crease the lat ter’s im por tance and in -
flu ence, not so much be cause his ac tions
would re flect fa vora bly on Ar nold, but be -
cause he knew that Spaatz’s first loy alty was to 
the serv ice. Ar nold’s abid ing trust and con fi -
dence meant that Spaatz al ways had sup port
in the high est ar eas of de ci sion mak ing.

Spaatz also earned Eis en how er’s es teem.
From June 1942 through May 1945, the two
worked hand in hand, be com ing close
friends—even to the un likely ex tent of Spaatz
play ing the gui tar to ac com pany the su preme
com man der’s sing ing when the two re laxed
at par ties. How ever, the friend ship did not in -
ter fere with Eis en how er’s judg ment. In June
1943, he wrote of Spaatz, “I have an im pres -
sion he is not tough and hard enough per son -
ally to meet the full re quire ments of his high
po si tion.” 21

By Janu ary 1945, Ike had changed his
opin ion. In urg ing Spaatz’s pro mo tion to a
fourth star, he de clared that “no one could
tell him that Spaatz was not the best op era -
tional air man in the world, [al though] he was 
not a pa per man, couldn’t write what he
wanted, and couldn’t con duct him self at a
con fer ence, but he had the ut most re spect
from eve ry body, ground and air, in the thea -
ter.”2 2

In Feb ru ary 1945, Eis en hower ranked
Omar Brad ley and Spaatz equally, call ing
them the two Ameri can of fi cers who con -
trib uted most to the Al lied vic tory in
Europe. He de scribed Spaatz as an “ex pe ri -
enced and able air leader; loyal and co op -
era tive; mod est and self less; al ways re li -
able.” 2 3 That is an ac cu rate and con cise
sum mary of the tongue- tied fighter pi lot
who be came a suc cess ful gen eral and was as
re spon si ble as any one for the happy out -
come of the Nor mandy in vasion.  
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